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NHS England to fund Bionic Eye Surgery  
  
NHS England has today announced that it will provide funding for further testing of the Argus 
II, also known as the Bionic Eye.  
 
Ten patients will undergo surgery to tackle Retinitis Pigmentosa (RP), an inherited disease 
that causes blindness. The procedures will take place at Moorfields Eye Hospital NHS 
Foundation Trust and Manchester Eye Hospital (MREH) and from 2017.  
 
NHS England will fund this through its Commissioning through Evaluation (CtE) scheme, 
designed to gather vital evidence for treatments that show significant promise for the future. 
NHS England will assess how the Bionic Eye helps patients function with everyday tasks.  
  
Surgeons at Moorfields and Manchester Eye Hospital made history by delivering the world’s 
first trial of the Argus II Bionic Eye implants in RP. Specialists at both Hospitals initially 
supported early studies, which demonstrated that the Argus II restores a degree of visual 
function to patients who have suffered complete blindness due to the condition.   
  
Patients using the system, developed by American company Second Sight Medical 
Products, are given an implant into their retina and a camera mounted on a pair of glasses 
sends wireless signals direct to the nerves which control sight. The signals are then 
‘decoded’ by the brain as flashes of light.  
  
John Thomas, a patient at Moorfields Eye Hospital, was the first person in Europe to have 
the device fitted, and says, "When I had the device fitted, I had been totally blind for ten 
years, and felt privileged to take part in the development of the 'bionic eye'. As a child I 
suffered from night blindness. I was diagnosed with RP during my National Service in the 
Army at the age of 20, and throughout my adult life I experienced progressively diminishing 
peripheral vision, though fortunately I still had some useful vision until I was 60. And while 
I've led a very fulfilling life, as a university teacher, working for the BBC and as a consultant 
and trainer in distance education, I took part in the trial mainly to help future generations 
living with RP. This research has to start somewhere and with someone, and I hope that I 
may have made a difference to someone's life by playing a small part in such a pioneering 
project." 
 
Professor Lyndon da Cruz, consultant retinal surgeon at Moorfields Eye Hospital said: 
“For patients with RP who have profound vision loss, the long-term benefits of this 
technology in restoring some useful vision can be life-changing. Our work at Moorfields has 
shown that the Argus II can increase patients’ functional vision for many years after 
implantation which represents significant progress in the evolution of artificial sight.” 
 
Grégoire Cosendai, VP of Europe for Second Sight Medical Products Inc, said: “Second 
Sight wishes to congratulate NHS England for this decision to make this truly revolutionary 
and life-changing technology available for patients. Argus II makes a real difference to blind 
people. It may be, for some patients, the difference between staying at home alone, or being 
able to find your way outside. Now this treatment is to be offered free of charge to blind 



 
 
patients in the UK. This is a major victory for blind people in the UK who have supported us 
in our six-year mission to fund Argus II in England.” 
  
Dr Jonathan Fielden, Director of Specialised Commissioning and Deputy National 
Medical Director, NHS England said: “This highly innovative NHS-funded procedure 
shows real promise and could change lives. The NHS has given the world medical 
innovations ranging from modern cataract surgery, new vaccines and hip replacements. Now 
once again the NHS is at the forefront of harnessing ground-breaking science for the benefit 
patients in this country." 
 
Procedures will take place during 2017 and patients will then be monitored for a period of 
one year, during which they will be assessed on how the implants improve their everyday 
lives. 
 
Notes to editors:  
 
Retinitis Pigmentosa 
Retinitis pigmentosa (RP) is a group of genetic disorders that affect the retina’s ability to 
respond to light. This inherited disease causes a slow loss of vision, beginning with 
decreased night vision and loss of peripheral (side) vision. Eventually, blindness results. 
Unfortunately, there is no cure for RP. The retina is the layer of light-sensing cells lining the 
back of your eye that converts light rays into nerve impulses. The impulses are sent through 
the optic nerve to your brain, where they are recognized as images. 

With RP, cells in the retina called rods and cones die. With most forms of RP, rods — which 
are mainly in the outer regions of the retina and are responsible for our peripheral and night 
vision — degenerate first. When the retina’s more centrally-located cones are affected, the 
result is loss of color perception and central (reading) vision. 
 
About the Argus® II Retinal Prosthesis System 

Second Sight's Argus II System provides electrical stimulation that bypasses the defunct 
retinal cells and stimulates remaining viable cells inducing visual perception in individuals 
with severe to profound retinitis pigmentosa. The Argus II works by converting images 
captured by a miniature video camera mounted on the patient's glasses into a series of small 
electrical pulses, which are transmitted wirelessly to an array of electrodes implanted on the 
surface of the retina. These pulses are intended to stimulate the retina's remaining cells, 
resulting in the perception of patterns of light in the brain. The patient then learns to interpret 
these visual patterns, thereby regaining some visual function. The Argus II is the first artificial 
retina to receive widespread approval. It is offered at approved centers in Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, the United 
Kingdom and the US. 

 
About Second Sight 
Second Sight's mission is to develop, manufacture and market innovative implantable visual 
prosthetics to enable blind individuals to achieve greater independence. Second Sight 
developed and manufactures the Argus® II Retinal Prosthesis System. Enrolment has been 
completed in a trial to test the safety and utility of the Argus II in individuals with Dry Age-
Related Macular Degeneration. Second Sight is also developing the Orion™ I Visual Cortical 
Prosthesis to restore some vision to individuals who are blind due to causes other than 
preventable or treatable conditions. US Headquarters are in Sylmar, CA, and European 
Headquarters are in Lausanne, Switzerland. For more information, visit 
www.secondsight.com  

http://www.secondsight.com/


 
 
 
Central Manchester University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust is a leading provider of 
specialist healthcare services in Manchester, treating more than a million patients every 
year. Its seven specialist hospitals (Manchester Royal Infirmary, Saint Mary's Hospital, Royal 
Manchester Children's Hospital, Manchester Royal Eye Hospital, University Dental Hospital 
of Manchester, Trafford General and Altrincham Hospitals) and community services are 
home to hundreds of world class clinicians and academic staff committed to finding patients 
the best care and treatments.  For more information, go to www.cmft.nhs.uk and 
www.research.cmft.nhs.uk.  

The University of Manchester, a member of the prestigious Russell Group, is the UK’s 
largest single-site university with 38,600 students. It has 20 academic schools and hundreds 
of specialist research groups undertaking pioneering, multi-disciplinary teaching and 
research of worldwide significance. The University is one of the country’s major research 
institutions, rated fifth in the UK in terms of ‘research power’ (REF 2014), and has had no 
fewer than 25 Nobel laureates either work or study there. The University had an annual 
income of £1 billion in 2014/15. Visit www.manchester.ac.uk 

The NIHR/Wellcome Trust Manchester Clinical Research Facility (CRF) is a purpose-
built unit focused on supporting experimental medicine research helping to bring new drugs 
and medical devices into patient care.  The facility is based at Central Manchester University 
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust and receives funding from the National Institute for Health 
Research (NIHR). The CRF offers state-of-the-art equipment and facilities for adult and 
children's studies, and has a team of specialist research nurses and support staff. A satellite 
unit the Children’s CRF in the Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital is at the cutting edge of 
research into inherited renal, metabolic, and hearing disorders. 
For further information see: https://research.cmft.nhs.uk/facilities-services/clinical-research-
facility  
 
Moorfields Eye Hospital NHS Foundation Trust is one of the world’s leading eye 
hospitals, providing expertise in clinical care, research and education. It has provided 
excellence in eye care for more than 200 years and continues to be at the forefront of new 
breakthroughs and developments. The trust is an integral part of one of the UK’s first 
academic health science centres, UCL Partners, and is now part of one of the first science 
health networks. Moorfields was one of the first organisations to become an NHS foundation 
trust in 2004. For further information, please visit www.moorfields.nhs.uk 
 
The National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) is funded by the Department of Health 
to improve the health and wealth of the nation through research. The NIHR is the research 
arm of the NHS. Since its establishment in April 2006, the NIHR has transformed research in 
the NHS. It has increased the volume of applied health research for the benefit of patients 
and the public, driven faster translation of basic science discoveries into tangible benefits for 
patients and the economy, and developed and supported the people who conduct and 
contribute to applied health research. The NIHR plays a key role in the Government’s 
strategy for economic growth, attracting investment by the life-sciences industries through its 
world-class infrastructure for health research. Together, the NIHR people, programmes, 
centres of excellence and systems represent the most integrated health research system in 
the world. For further information, visit the NIHR website (www.nihr.ac.uk). 
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Moorfields Eye Hospital NHS Foundation Trust: 
George Allen, external communications officer  
T: 020 7566 2628 
E: George.allen@moorfields.nhs.uk 
 
Manchester Eye Hospital: 
Emma Smith, Marketing and Industry Engagement Manager 
T: +44(0) 161 701 2679 / M: +44(0) 782 514 2219 
E: emma.smith@cmft.nhs.uk 
 
Second Sight: 
Amanda Hayhurst  
M: + 44 (0) 772 0205581 / L:   + 44 (0) 1789 720501 
E: amanda@amandahayhurst.com 
 
NHS England:  
Aysha Awan, media relations manager 
M: 07467 689 367 
E: aysha.awan@nhs.net  
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